The principal objective in this paper is to ascertain the extent to which owner-manager gender appears to influence the financial performance and business growth of over 2,000 SMEs taken from the Australian federal government's Business Longitudinal Survey for three financial years from 1995-96 to 1997-98. The research findings reported in the paper provide substantial empirical evidence that consistent statistically significant differences in financial performance and business growth do not exist between female and male owner-managed concerns once appropriate demographic and other relevant controlling influences are taken into account. The scholarly and policy implications of this result are briefly considered.
Introduction
argue that theories of entrepreneurship have largely been created by men, for men, and applied to men. However, Carter and Weeks (2002) point out that, while such theories are indeed created by men and for men, they are still used to evaluate women in self-employment. Thus, male performance is seen as the norm, and female performance tends to be judged against this norm (Chell and Baines, 1998) . This is clearly problematic if one assumes any differences in male and female attitudes and behaviours towards entrepreneurship. If female behaviour does not reflect male traits, women are unlikely to be well-equipped to behave in an 'entrepreneurial' fashion within prevailing definitions (Carter and Weeks, 2002) .
While the performance of SMEs has been an important area of policy and academic debate, surprisingly little has been written about gender and SME performance (Rosa et al., 1996, p. 463 
):
Our literature search revealed only a small number of studies of any substance on this subject, though over forty made some mention of it.
The empirical evidence reviewed in this paper is inconclusive as to whether gender is an important influence on financial performance and business growth. The review specifically points out the difficulties involved in choosing the dependent variables appropriate for measuring performance, and the lack of explanatory power in the independent variables commonly believed to affect performance and growth. Brush (1992) in a review of 57 studies on female entrepreneurs points out that 39 per cent have not stated any theory base. In this review, it is conspicuous that, of the studies supporting female underperformance, only Watson (2001) is explicitly grounded in a theoretical foundation. The studies rejecting female under-performance, on the other hand, are all grounded in theoretical foundations. Brush (1992) further points to the fact that, of the 57 studies reviewed, 81 per cent employ only descriptive statistics or basic qualitative methods. The majority of the studies in this review detect female under-performance at the most descriptive level given single performance measures such as sales or profit. If financial gain is not the primary motive for entering business, however, these measures may be inappropriate (Watson, 2002) . More sophisticated multivariate analyses utilising alternative performance measures see this difference disappear in several of the studies (Kalleberg and Leicht, 1991; Du Rietz and Henrekson, 2000; Watson, 2002) . Watson (2002) points to what would appear to be a significant oversight of previous research -the lack of studies relating output measures (sales or profit, for example) to input measures (such as total assets or owner's equity). Chell and Baines (1998) support this argument by stating that what is needed in the gender/performance literature is attention to stringent measures of inputs as well as outputs. Further, Watson (forthcoming) points to the importance of adjusting for risk when comparing male and female performance. Papers using more sophisticated methodologies, and which do relate output measures to input measures (Chell and Baines, 1998; Watson, 2002; Watson, forthcoming) appear to present a more complex picture of gender differences in performance and business growth.
In this light, the principal objective in this paper is to ascertain the extent to which SME ownermanager gender appears to influence financial performance and business growth. This is made possible by the recent availability of data from the Australian federal government's Business Longitudinal Survey (BLS). A comprehensive literature review surrounding gender-related differences in financial performance and business growth raises the following research question, not fully addressed in prior research:
Do there appear to be consistent, significant gender-related differences in the financial performance and business growth of small and medium-sized enterprises from Australia's Business Longitudinal Survey?
The paper proceeds as follows. After establishing a theoretical framework for the study and reviewing prior empirical work in the area, the research method is outlined. Thereafter, the findings of the research are presented, followed by conclusions arising from this investigation.
Theoretical Framework
Need for Theory-Led Research Mirchandani (1999, p. 224) , amongst others, emphasises the need for gender-based SME research to adopt theories that appropriately reflect both male and female perspectives:
Much of the literature on women and entrepreneurship does not address the consequences of adapting theories of entrepreneurship, developed through analyses of men's lives, to the experiences of women. Approaches to women and entrepreneurship would benefit greatly from theoretical insight on the gendered processes in work settings developed within feminist theory.
The immediately following discussion presents two theoretical perspectives that may meet this call -liberal feminist theory (LFT) and social feminist theory (SFT). These theories, which are both argued to constitute major streams of feminist thought (Black, 1989; Carter and Weeks, 2002) , imply one may expect to find gender differences in various aspects of entrepreneurship. Importantly for the present study, such differences are likely to have implications for the financial performance and business growth of SMEs.
Liberal Feminist Theory
Self-employment is considered to enable women to overcome discrimination and other employment difficulties (Cromie and Hayes, 1988) . Consistent with LFT, however, several writers argue that selfemployed women are still disadvantaged relative to self-employed men because women face barriers associated with education, families and workplaces (Kalleberg and Leicht, 1991) .
LFT has its roots in liberal political philosophy (Fischer et al., 1993) ; and liberal feminists seek change through appealing to the liberal values of equality, freedom and the right to choose (Porter, 1994) .
Behind the concept of liberal feminism lies the implicit assumption that women and men will be equal if they are given identical opportunities (Lowe and Bentson, 1984) . LFT does not recognise any inherent gender differences. Rationality, viewed as the human essence, is assumed to be a purely mental capacity, and is considered separate from a person's gender. Disparity in achievements between genders is attributed to the differences in social opportunities presented to men versus women. Women, being deprived of access to various forms of education and experience, are argued to be less likely to realise their full potential (Fischer et al., 1993) . Attempts at change are directed towards institutions and ideas that seem to keep women in disadvantaged positions such as sex-role socialisation, inequality of opportunity, unequal access to education, and female responsibility for child caring and housework (Lowe and Bentson, 1984) .
Social Feminist Theory
SFT posits that men and women are subject to different socialisation processes relating to their observed sex, and that this will condition them to differ in many characteristics, including motivations generally considered relevant to entrepreneurship (Fischer et al., 1993) . The differences between male and female experiences, which are argued to begin from the earliest moments of life, are likely to result in fundamentally different ways of viewing the world (Fischer et al., 1993) . Chodorow (1978) argues that mothers, by creating dissimilar relationships with sons and daughters, affect the socialisation process and influence the way males and females view and interpret their surroundings. As a result of the differing socialisation processes, SFT argues women are placed at a disadvantage compared to males when it comes to starting and running their own business (Jones and Tullous, 2002) .
SFT, in contrast to LFT, holds that men and women are indeed different due to differences in the socialisation process they experience. Males and females are viewed as two separate groups, each with an equally effective and valid, but distinct, way of thinking and rationalising. Female and male experiences, thus, are equally valid bases for developing knowledge and organising society (Fischer et al., 1993) .
A symbiotic relationship is argued to exist between some women's socialisation and their preparedness for the financial activities required by entrepreneurial endeavours (Jones and Tullous, 2002) . Karsten (1994) argues that accounting and finance, for example, have roots in mathematics and science, which again are believed to have distinct sex role-related expectations for children. As a result, young girls will often stay away from these areas.
Studies on social feminism mainly examine gender differences in psychological traits such as compassion, self-actualisation, self-confidence, and risk taking propensity (Fischer et al., 1993) . Men are expected to possess high levels self-assertion, self-expansion, and the urge to master; whereas women are expected to possess high levels of communal qualities such as selflessness, a concern for others, and interpersonal sensitivity (Eagly and Wood, 1991) . Echabe and Castro (1999) , in their study of the impact of context on gender social identities, suggest that women and men perceive themselves according to the traditional gender stereotypes (women perceive themselves as more feminine, while men describe themselves as more masculine). Concepts such as dependence, tenderness, expressiveness, and selfabnegation have progressively become feminine concepts; whereas autonomy, self-development, selfconfidence and independence have become masculine concepts (Echabe and Castro, 1999 ).
Adherents to SFT will expect findings on men and women to differ in terms of motivation to start and run a business, business skills, level of education, measurement of success, level of self-confidence, personal attributes, and prioritising of business tasks .
Expected Gender-Based Differences According to Theory
It is important to note that hypotheses derived from LFT and SFT do not necessarily need to be contradictory. These theories, though stemming from different assumptions, are not in complete conflict (Fischer et al., 1993) . It is also important to note that possible gender difference can be viewed from alternate theoretical perspectives. An example could be the tendency for female concentration in the service industry. Keeping in mind that the service industry is more labour-than capital-intensive, LFT would probably attribute this concentration to females' lack of access to capital. SFT, on the other hand, would most probably attribute this concentration to the socialisation process encouraging women to start businesses in more people-oriented fields.
According to the two theories reviewed, one would expect to find gender differences in various aspects of owning and managing SMEs. In particular, variations found could have the potential to influence financial performance and business growth. Due to the difficulties involved in firmly establishing discrimination against women as the basis of possible gender differences, this study is grounded in social feminism which does not necessarily assume discrimination. Certain dimensions of business where SFT expects differences according to gender, and where these differences have the potential to influence financial performance and business growth, are discussed below.
Gender and Motivations for Starting and Running Business
An aspect that has been touched upon in previous studies is the possible gender difference in preferences of entrepreneurs, and how this might affect both financial performance and business growth. Goffee and Scase (1985) argue that female entrepreneurs tend to view their business as just one component of a wider system of relationships including family, community and friends. While psychological motivations have been widely investigated with regard to their influence on business start-up, fewer studies examine their relationship to performance (Lerner et al., 1997) . Brush (1992) , in her literature review, notes that women business owners tend to pursue a balance between economic goals, such as profit and growth, and noneconomic goals, such as product quality, personal enjoyment and helping others.
Theories of motivation posit that values influence intentions, and thus gender differences in the value placed on business growth will likely contribute to differences in the growth intentions of male and female entrepreneurs (Cliff, 1998) . Research in the United States has found individual motivations and owner goals are related to performance in women-owned businesses, with opportunity motivation being related to survival, and independence being associated with 'no growth' (Hisrich and Brush, 1987) .
Gender and Business Size
A number of studies have shown that businesses led by women employ fewer people than those led by males (Hisrich and Brush, 1987; Kalleberg and Leicht, 1991; Brush, 1992; Du Rietz and Henrekson, 2000) .
Smaller businesses are more exposed to liabilities related to smallness, such as difficulties in raising capital, meeting government regulations, and competing for labour with larger organisations that pay more and offer greater benefits (Kalleberg and Leicht, 1991) . In this light, if businesses led by women in the present study sample are found to be smaller than those led by men, one might expect to find apparent genderbased differences in financial performance and business growth.
Gender and Business Age
Studies have shown a tendency for female controlled businesses to be younger than male controlled businesses (Brush and Hisrich, 1991; Watson, 2001) . Younger businesses tend to have lower sales than older, more established concerns (Watson, 2002) . In addition, the failure rate declines with increasing age: businesses are more likely to fail in the first few years of their operation (Carroll, 1983) . Young organisations can suffer from the liabilities of newness involving both internal processes, such as coordinating and defining roles and developing trust and loyalty among employees, and external problems like acquiring resources and stabilising supplier and customer relationships (Kalleberg and Leicht, 1991) .
In 1991, 74 per cent of female business owners in the United States had owned their enterprise for less than ten years (Brush and Hisrich, 1991) . This is also confirmed in an British study, conducted by Rosa et al. (1996) , reporting that female owned businesses are significantly younger than male owned businesses. If female owner-managed businesses in the present study sample are found to be younger than those businesses owned and managed by males, this suggests an apparent gender-based difference in financial performance and business growth.
Gender and Industry
The industry sector chosen for starting up a business may also be related to financial performance and business growth (Brophy, 1989) . While men are often located in manufacturing sectors, self-employed women have a tendency to be located in what Kalleberg and Leicht (1991) refer to as the 'female ghetto'.
This 'ghetto' is located in retail sales and personal and educational service industries, all recognised for their meagre returns and long hours. Due to the fact that large capital investments are seldom required in these industries, they are also recognised for being relatively easy to enter (Kalleberg and Leicht, 1991) . In part because services and trades are highly labour intensive, and because there is substantial competition among sellers in their products markets (Humphreys and McClung, 1981) , businesses in the service and trade industries generally have lower growth rates and less success than businesses in other industries.
Thus, if businesses led by women in the present study sample are found to be concentrated in industries recognised for meagre returns and low growth rates, one could expect this to influence financial performance and business growth.
Gender and Financial Leverage
Previous research has shown that women-owned firms are less likely to use external financing as a source of capital, thus implying that they may not be as highly leveraged as those owned by males (Coleman, 2000) . Possible reasons for this include the small size of most women-owned firms (Riding and Swift, 1990) , lack of financial sophistication (Brush, 1992) , risk aversion (Chaganti, 1986) , and possible discrimination (Brush, 1992) . One theory as to why women-owned firms might be less leveraged than male-owned firms, is their high concentration in industries, such as service, which are more labour than capital intensive (Kalleberg and Leicht, 1991) .
Previous research has shown that, in starting up businesses, males use higher levels of start-up finance, often double that used by women (Brush, 1992) . Carter and Rosa (1998) argue that initial capital is related positively and significantly to performance measured by current value of capital assets, sales turnover, total number of employees, and number of core full-time employees. Carter and Rosa (1998, p. 228) conclude that 'shortfalls in initial capital can set women at a relative disadvantage in being able to attain growth in their business, and that the extent of this disadvantage may even have been underestimated in other studies by a failure to allow for interactions that obscure gender effects'. Such under-capitalisation can have a long term and harmful effect on the female-owned firm (Carter and Rosa, 1998) .
Gender and Time Dedicated to the Business
According to a social feminist perspective, ongoing socialisation might make women feel more inclined to stay home and take care of family. Longstreth et al. (1987) confirm that women with families have more problems allocating time between family and business. Fasci and Valdez (1998) argue that hours dedicated to the firm on a weekly basis, a measure of input to the business, contributes significantly to the earnings ratio. Clearly, if women dedicate less time to their business than men do, one could expect this to influence financial performance and business growth.
Gender and Risk
Watson (forthcoming) points to the importance of including risk as a variable in research on gender-based differences in performance and growth. Risk has a particular importance to SMEs due to the overlap of business and personal risk (Watson, forthcoming) . While women have been stereotyped as conservative and risk-averse, males are viewed as taking more risk than females (Masters and Meier, 1988) . The constraining influences women are subject to in the socialisation process are often used as an explanation for why women are thought to be more conservative in their risk-taking propensity under conditions of uncertainty (Masters and Meier, 1988) . When conditions are certain, however, they are thought to be more extreme in their judgements (Masters and Meier, 1988) . If men and women were found to differ in their risk-taking propensity, one could expect this to influence financial performance and business growth.
Gender and Legal Organisation
While no specific reference has been found in the relevant literature to gender-based influences upon the choice between incorporated and unincorporated legal structures for SMEs, there are indications that growth is more likely to be evident in businesses legally organised as companies (Freedman and Godwin, 1994; Hakim, 1989; Gray, 1992; Hughes and Storey, 1994; Yellow Pages Australia, 1995) . In other words, owner-managers with serious growth ambitions for their businesses are more likely to adopt the corporate form of legal organisation. It was noted earlier that males and females may differ in their business growth aspirations, and thus it is plausible that they could differ in their preferred legal form. Recognition of this becomes particularly important when examining possible gender-based differences in financial performance of SMEs because of the customary procedural difference between incorporated and unincorporated businesses in accounting for owners' wages which, for reasons of confidentiality, are not separately reported in the data employed in this study. Given the data available, not controlling for legal organisation will inevitably distort comparisons between genders on financial performance measures such as return on owners equity and return on total assets.
Prior Empirical Research

Measuring SME Performance in Empirical Research
Accurate performance measurement is critical to understanding SME success and failure (Murphy et al., 1996) . Measuring financial performance of an organization is a challenging issue (Anna et al., 1999) , and a result of this has been the contradictory results produced in research on gender and performance (Lerner et al., 1995) . The difficulties involved in measuring performance may also explain the number of different techniques used to operationalise 'performance' across different studies. This diversity has made reliable comparisons of different studies complex, if not impossible (Lerner et al., 1995) . Amongst the most frequently used measures of performance are annual sales, number of employees, return on sales, growth in sales, and growth in employee numbers (Brush and Vanderwerf, 1992) . In a review of 34 empirical studies, Brush and Vanderwerf (1992) found no less than 35 different measures of performance in use. Murphy et al. (1996) confirm these findings in their review of 51 published entrepreneurship studies. Little consistency in performance measurement across studies is found; rather a wide diversity of measures are relied upon (Murphy et al., 1996) . Moreover, findings show that 60 per cent of the studies use only one or two dimensions of performance, generally without justification for selection (Murphy et al., 1996) . Murphy et al. (1996) conclude that research in the entrepreneurial context could benefit by:
• Explicitly stating the specific dimension(s) under investigation.
• Providing a theory-based rationale for examining the given dimension(s).
• Including multiple dimensions of performance where possible.
• Including consideration of several critical control variables such as industry, age and size of the business. Buttner and Moore (1997) , in a study of 129 women entrepreneurs in the United States, suggest that traditional economic measures of success may make women-owned businesses appear to be less successful than male-owned businesses. The reason, they argue, may be that women-owned businesses tend to be smaller and slower growing than their male-owned counterparts . While Kalleberg and Leicht (1991) argue that survival rates of male-and female-owned businesses are comparable, the way women run their businesses to achieve what they define as success may mean that traditional measures of business success and performance do not adequately represent success for female entrepreneurs (Anna et al., 1999) . Table 1 provides a summary of various performance measures and independent variables employed in previous gender-based studies.
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Empirical Evidence on Gender and Financial Performance
While a large number of studies examine female-owned businesses alone (see Brush, 1992 for an extensive survey), only a limited literature directly studies possible performance differences between male and female entrepreneurs (Du Rietz and Henrekson, 2000) . Furthermore, although previous studies suffer from the use of very small samples and often lack male control groups (Du Rietz and Henrekson, 2000) , a few more recent studies overcome these shortfalls. Fischer (1992) and Fischer et al. (1993) work with a sample of 508 entrepreneurs, of which 60 are female. Rosa et al. (1996) and Fasci and Valdez (1998) Several of the studies detecting female under-performance have in common the use of single performance measures in which substantial gender differences are found at the descriptive level (Fischer, 1992; Fischer et al., 1993; Rosa et al., 1996; Fasci and Valdez, 1998; Du Rietz and Henrekson, 2000; Watson, 2001) . Such measures include size, growth, productivity and returns. In applying numerous different independent variables as explanatory factors, however, the studies come to somewhat different conclusions. Fischer (1992) and Fischer et al. (1993) , using linear regression, find that their independent variables provide weak explanatory power for gender differences found in various performance measures.
Other factors, thus, must be sought to account for performance differentials (Fischer, 1992; Fischer et al., 1993) . Interestingly, neither of these studies include gender as an independent variable in their regression analyses. Gender differences, hence, are only established at the descriptive level. Rosa et al. (1996), Fasci and Valdez (1998) and Watson (2001) all include gender as an independent variable in their analyses. For all three studies, gender has significant explanatory power for differences in various performance measures.
While Fasci and Valdez (1998) conclude gender has the highest impact on their performance variable, Rosa et al. (1996) conclude that gender is not a primary determinant in comparison with other factors. It should be noted that, while Rosa et al. (1996) use number of employees, growth in employment, sales turnover and physical assets as primary performance measures, Fasci and Valdez (1998) use only one dependent variable, namely profit margin. (2000) include gender as one of many independent variables attempting to explain differences in sales, profitability, employment and orders. While gender differences were highly significant at the descriptive level, this significance disappears for three out of four dependent variables when regression analysis is applied. Only in the sales variable does gender, together with industry sector, remain a strong explanatory variable. A more detailed analysis reveals that evidence of female underperformance is much weaker in larger firms and non-existent in firms with only one employee (Du Rietz and Henrekson, 2000) . Consistent with Fischer (1992) and Fischer et al. (1993) , however, other independent variables commonly considered to account for differences in the performance of men's versus women's businesses do not provide strong explanations. Du Rietz and Henrekson (2000) conclude that their findings provide no support for female under-performance according to a strict interpretation of the hypothesis.
Du Rietz and Henrekson
Limitations of previous research on gender and entrepreneurship include very few longitudinal studies, use of very small samples, and lack of samples comprising both males and females (Du Rietz and Henrekson, 2000) . Watson (2001) , using the Business Longitudinal Survey relied upon in the present study, overcomes these weaknesses. The data set used by Watson (2001) , which is pooled across all four of the surveys, consists of 14,426 firms -13,551 controlled by a male and 875 controlled by a female. Watson (2001) is theoretically founded in social feminism, suggesting that if the confounding effects of systematic demographic differences between male-and female-owned businesses are controlled for, there should be no significant dissimilarity in their relative performance. The findings, however, are consistent with several other studies (Fischer, 1992; Fischer et al., 1993; Rosa et al., 1996) in that women are found to perform less well than men, even after controlling for demographic differences.
A common thread through several of the studies under review has been the lack of explanation offered by the independent variables commonly believed to affect financial performance and business growth. Lerner et al. (1995) specifically study the factors affecting performance in a sample of 220 female Israeli entrepreneurs. To establish the factors most influential on business performance, Pearson correlation and multiple regression analyses were performed on 27 different variables pertaining to demography, background socialisation, human capital, networks, motivations and environment. The impact each of these variables has on business profitability, revenues, the entrepreneur's income, and the number of persons employed by the business are analysed. While finding that networking abilities and motivation for starting and running a business offer the greatest explanation for differences in performance, the authors still concluded that the variables chosen for the study could only partly explain the variation in each performance measure, suggesting that other variables must be relevant in explaining performance differences. An observation can therefore be that the complexities involved in studying performance do not stop at choosing the right dependent variables; selecting the correct independent variables can constitute a further major challenge.
Most studies supporting female under-performance are based on single performance variables such as number of employees, sales, income, and growth (Fischer, 1992; Fischer et al., 1993; Rosa et al., 1996) . While these measures offer important insights into structural differences between male-and female-owned businesses, researchers have increasingly argued the importance of using other and more sophisticated performance measures in the comparison of gender (Chell and Baines, 1998; Watson, 2002; forthcoming). Kalleberg and Leicht (1991) , authors of one of the seminal papers in the area of gender and performance, look at survival and success as two distinct aspects of performance. Their longitudinal sample consists of 411 businesses in computer sales and software, food and drink, and health industries in the United States. Using a regression methodology controlling for industry differences, business characteristics, and attributes of owners, Kalleberg and Leicht (1991) find no significant differences between businesses led by men and women. The findings of Kalleberg and Leicht (1991) are supported in a more recent study conducted by Chell and Baines (1998) . Using conventional performance measures such as turnover and number of employees, Chell and Baines (1998) find no statistically significant difference in the performance of female sole-owned and male sole-owned businesses in the business service sector. Kalleberg and Leicht (1991) recognise the limitations of their study arising from the paucity of personal variables and personal attributes utilised, the focus only three industries, and the restriction of the sample to a small geographical region.
A common limitation of previous studies is their tendency to limit assessment of performance to output measures, without relating these output measures to appropriate input measures (Watson, 2002; Watson, forthcoming) . This, Watson (2002) argues, appears to be a significant oversight of previous research. The importance of this point is apparent in Watson (2002) , presenting a study utilising the same data as Watson (2001) described above, but reaching a different conclusion. Watson (2002) still supports previous findings in that males are found to invest more heavily in their businesses than females. The question, however, is whether this extra investment pays off in the form of higher profits. Watson (2002) addresses this issue by examining total income to total assets (TITTA), return on assets (ROA), and return on equity (ROE).
The research findings are interesting in that, consistent with previous studies, males are found to have, on average, significantly higher total income and profit (output measures): but also, on average, significantly higher total assets and owners equity (input measures). When relating business inputs to business outputs, an analysis of variance (ANOVA) by industry, number of business days per week, and sex of the owner reveals that whether a male or female controls the business is no longer a significant explanation for variance in TITTA, ROA, and ROE. Both industry and age of business are significant in explaining variance in TITTA, ROA, and ROE. The number of days a business operated a week was only significant in explaining ROA. Also interesting is the fact that if the control variables are removed, there is evidence to suggest that female-controlled businesses outperform male-controlled businesses (Watson, 2002 ).
Watson (forthcoming) utilising the same data as Watson (2002) adds a new dimension to research on gender differences in performance by including risk as a control variable. The aspect of risk, Watson (forthcoming) argues, is particularly critical to SME owners because of the limited separation between business and personal risk in SMEs. This is supported by Ang et al. (1995) , arguing SME owners have a significant incidence of personal assets and wealth pledged for business loans. When using profit as the basis for comparing performance, Watson (forthcoming) finds that the sex of the person running the business has significant explanatory powers even after controlling for industry, age and size of business. In analysing standard deviation in profit, the sex of the principal decision-maker also continues to have significant explanatory power. However, to refine the risk measure, Watson (forthcoming) utilises Sharpe's reward-to-variability ratio (reward being profit, variability being standard deviation in profit). After using this measure to adjust for risk, the sex of the principal decision-maker of the business no longer has significant explanatory power for performance differences. The only variable with explanatory power in this case is industry, but only at a five per cent level (Watson, forthcoming) . Watson (forthcoming) concludes that there is no significant difference in performance of male and female controlled SMEs, provided performance is adjusted for risk. Watson (2002) and Watson (forthcoming) provide strong support for SFT, and to quote the author (Watson, 2002, p. 97 
Females (on average) may take a different approach to business, in terms of the amounts of capital they are able or prepared to invest, but, in terms of the return they earn on their invested capital, they are no less effective than males.
Empirical Evidence on Gender and Business Growth
Size and growth are typically used as criteria for evaluating organisational success (Cliff, 1998) . While several more recent studies on gender include various growth indicators as performance measures (Fischer 1992; Fischer et al., 1993; Rosa et al., 1996; Anna et al., 1999) , very few examine gender and business growth in particular. One reason for the scarcity of studies directly concerned with gender and business growth may be the shortage of longitudinal surveys (Du Rietz and Henrekson, 2000) , a necessity for measuring change in size over time.
As SFT suggests, studies comparing the performance of male-and female-owned firms consistently show businesses headed by women tend to be smaller than those headed by men (Rosa et al., 1996; Cliff, 1998) . The lesser size of women-owned firms holds true regardless of whether size is measured by gross revenues, number of employees, or profit levels (Fischer, 1992; Fischer et al., 1993; Kalleberg and Leicht, 1991) . Some evidence also shows that women-owned firms grow less quickly than male-owned firms (Cliff, 1998) .
Female under-performance is particularly pronounced for growth-related measures, while in terms of profitability the difference is much smaller (Rosa et al., 1996) . Hisrich and Brush (1987) More women than men may choose deliberately not to grow their business and instead pursue other goals (Sexton, 1989; Rosa et al., 1996; Du Rietz and Henrekson, 2000) . This is a proposition supported in SFT, which suggests one will expect women to be less likely to express a desire to grow their firms since expansion may interfere with other aspects of their lives (Cliff, 1998) . Women, thus, can be argued to run their business so that the interests of the immediate family do not conflict with business interest (Carter and Cannon, 1992) . Du Rietz and Henrekson (2000) argue women possibly regard proprietorship as a mechanism for achieving independence and control over their private and working lives. This view is supported in a review conducted by Brush (1992) suggesting research that shows lower performance by females may reflect a desire by women-owned businesses to focus on goals other than growth and performance. Rosa et al. (1996) , in their study of performance, look at differences between male and female desire for growth. Their findings establish men as more likely than women to wish to expand as far as possible (43 per cent versus 34 per cent). In answers to open ended questions, respondents gave a diversity of reasons for not wanting to expand significantly, or not wanting to expand at all. Male respondents were much more likely to seek expansion through mergers, buying other businesses, and setting up more business units. Female respondents, in contrast, were more likely to seek expansion through increased production (Rosa et al., 1996) . Cooper et al. (1994) confirm the findings of Rosa et al. (1996) . Their longitudinal study of 1,053 new ventures in the United States show women-owned ventures are less likely to grow; but, consistent with the findings of Kalleberg and Leicht (1991) , they are no less likely to survive. Cliff (1998) , while supporting previous findings in that businesses owned by women tend to be smaller than those owned by men, still concludes that the desire for growth is equally present in both men and women.
Consistent with SFT, men and women may also differ in the way they perceive their business and its potential for growth. Du Rietz and Henrekson (2000) , in a study of Swedish entrepreneurs, asked respondents how they perceived their current rate of growth. The result shows that the perceived rate of growth is higher among male entrepreneurs. Also, when asked about perceived future prospects for growth, a significantly larger fraction of the male entrepreneurs perceive good prospects for expansion (Du Rietz and Henrekson, 2000) . Also consistent with SFT, female entrepreneurs seem to be more concerned than male entrepreneurs with the risk of fast-paced growth and tend to deliberately adopt a slow and steady rate of expansion (Cliff, 1998) .
Research Hypotheses
After having reviewed the literature and its conflicting conclusions relating to gender, financial performance and business growth, the following null-hypotheses are proposed for testing in this research study: H 0A : After controlling for demographic and other relevant influences, there are no statistically significant differences in financial performance between male and female owner-managed businesses.
H 0B : After controlling for demographic and other relevant influences, there are no statistically significant differences in business growth between male and female owner-managed SMEs.
These two hypotheses are consistent with a social feminist perspective in that males and females, although viewed as having distinct and separate ways of thinking, should be equally effective in running and growing their own business.
Research Method
Research Data
The data employed in this research are drawn from the Business Longitudinal Survey . . . discriminant analysis is also appropriate when the dependent variable is nonmetric. However, logit analysis may be preferred for several reasons. First, discriminant analysis relies on strictly meeting the assumptions of multivariate normality and equal variance-covariance matrices across groups, features not found in all situations. Logit analysis does not face these strict assumptions, thus making its application appropriate in many more situations. Second, even if the assumptions are met, many researchers prefer logit analysis because it is similar to regression with its straightforward statistical tests, ability to incorporate nonlinear effects, and wide range of diagnostics. For these and more technical reasons, logit analysis is equivalent to discriminant analysis and may be more appropriate in certain situations.
The assumptions underlying logistic regression are undemanding and its use with the irregularly distributed (that is, non-normal) data available to the present study is entirely appropriate (Aldrich and Nelson, 1984) .
Further information on logistic regression as a statistical modelling technique is presented in an Appendix
to the paper.
Research Findings
Specifying Independent and Dependent Variables
The analytical model for this study, largely derived from the prior research reviewed earlier, is as illustrated in Figure 1 .
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This model represents owner-manager gender, with controls for enterprise size (employment, sales or assets), business age (two-year ranges), industry (one-digit ANZSIC code), financial leverage (total liabilities as percentage of total funding), time dedicated to the business (part-time (fewer than 5 days per week) or full-time (5 or more days per week)), and legal organisation (incorporated or unincorporated), as possibly influencing the financial performance and/or business growth of the SMEs studied. It is for the research to ascertain whether such influences seem to prevail in the study sample, and to infer if they are likely to exist in the population of Australian SMEs.
Of the potential independent variables for this study canvassed earlier in the paper, motivations for starting and running a business are not included because the BLS datafile does not contain variables that capture this dimension. Using the same data, Watson (2001 Watson ( , 2002 was similarly limited in this respect. Watson (forthcoming) argues that appropriate analysis of possible gender-based differences in financial performance need to be undertaken on a risk-adjusted basis. He tenuously employs the standard deviation of profits over just the four years of the BLS. Because the present study uses data from only the last three years of the BLS, it was considered meaningless to replicate this measure of risk. However, this research does incorporate variables that can give some indication of differences in the risk-taking propensity of men versus women. Total risk comprises business risk and financial risk. Business risk arises from the choice of activities, technology, products or services, markets and customers (McMahon, et al. 1993 ). Several of these factors are reflective of the industry in which a business is established. Business risk, thus, can be partly captured by inclusion and analysis of industry sector in this research. Financial risk is associated with the use of debt as a source of financing, and is partly captured by the financial leverage variable included in this study.
Clearly, the key independent variable of interest in this study is owner-manager gender. Watson (2001, 2002, forthcoming) bases his classification of SMEs as male-or female-controlled upon a question included only in the 1994-95 BLS instrument asking whether a business had a major decision maker. If so, information relating to this person's gender could be volunteered. He then assumed that the identity and gender of the major decision maker did not change for the subsequent three annual surveys. There are a number of problems with this approach. First, some businesses did not volunteer information on the gender of their major decision maker. Second, new businesses entering the longitudinal survey in 1995-96, 1996-97 and 1997-98 were not included in the research because they had not been asked the relevant questions.
Third, examination of the questions upon which the owner-manger gender classification is made in the present study suggests changes in the owner-manager gender structure over time. Fourth, even if a business has a female major decision maker, this does not preclude there being other influential owner-managers who could be males.
In this light, the present study employed other compulsory questions in the last three years of the BLS asking the numbers of male and female owner-managers. A male-controlled SME was defined as a business with at least one male owner-manager and no female owner-managers. Conversely, a femalecontrolled SME was defined as a business with at least one female owner-manger and no male ownermanagers. The present authors believe this stricter classification leads to much more robust findings regarding owner-manager gender, financial performance and business growth. Other improvements over the research method employed by Watson (2001 Watson ( , 2002 are detailed in the notes to this paper 1 .
Relative frequency distributions for the owner-manager gender variables for the last three years of the BLS are presented in Table 2 .
INSERT Tables 3 and 4. INSERT TABLES 3 AND 4 ABOUT HERE Examination of Table 3 reveals that, in each of the last three years of the longitudinal study, there do not appear to be statistically significant differences in return on owners equity between female and male ownermanaged SMEs. However, there is a suggestion of statistically signifant differences in return on total assets; with female owner-managed concerns outperforming their male owner-managed counterparts.
Examination of Table 4 reveals that, with the possible exception of employment growth, there appear to be no statistically significant differences between female and male owner-managed SMEs for the business growth measures used.
Owner-Manager Gender and Financial Performance
The first series of logistic regression models examines the influence of the various independent/control variables upon financial performance as measured by dichotomous dependent variables revealing belowand above-median return on owners equity and return on total assets. For each financial performance measure in each year of the study there are three models, each with a different measure of enterprise size. This is necessitated by apparent multicollinearity between the three enterprises size measures used.
The sign and significance of the coefficients of the various independent/control variables in logistic regression modelling of return on owners equity are summarised in Table 5. INSERT TABLE 5 ABOUT HERE Examination of Table 5 reveals that, in each year studied, none of the regression coefficients for ownermanager gender appear to be statistically significant -suggesting owner-manager gender does not influence the likelihood of an SME having above-median return on owners equity. The only consistent statistically significant influences upon return on owners equity appear to be business age, financial leverage and legal organisation. The SMEs investigated seem more likely to have above-median return on owners equity if they are younger, they employ less leverage and they are unincorporated. Among other things, this finding clearly supports the argument made earlier for inclusion in this research of type of legal organisation as a control variable.
The sign and significance of the coefficients of the various independent/control variables in logistic regression modelling of return on total assets are summarised in Table 6. INSERT TABLE 6 ABOUT HERE Examination of Table 6 reveals that, in each year studied, none of the regression coefficients for ownermanager gender appear to be statistically significant -suggesting owner-manager gender does not influence the likelihood of an SME having above-median return on total assets. The only consistent statistically significant influences upon return on total assets appear to be industry and legal organisation. The SMEs investigated seem more likely to have above-median return on total assets if they are engaged in property and business services and they are unincorporated. Again, the inclusion in this research of type of legal organisation as a control variable is vindicated.
Owner-Manager Gender and Business Growth
The second series of logistic regression models examines the influence of the various independent/control variables upon business growth as measured by dichotomous dependent variables revealing below-and above-median employment growth, sales growth and asset growth. For each business growth measure in each year of the study there are three models, each with a different measure of enterprise size. As indicated earlier, this is necessitated by apparent multicollinearity between the three enterprises size measures used.
The sign and significance of the coefficients of the various independent/control variables in logistic regression modelling of employment growth are summarised in Table 7. INSERT TABLE 7 ABOUT HERE Examination of Table 7 reveals that, in each year studied, none of the regression coefficients for ownermanager gender appear to be statistically significant -suggesting owner-manager gender does not influence the likelihood of an SME having above-median employment growth. The only consistent statistically significant influences upon employment growth appear to be enterprise size measured as number of employees and business age. The SMEs investigated seem more likely to have above-median employment growth if they are larger in terms of number of employees and they are younger.
The sign and significance of the coefficients of the various independent/control variables in logistic regression modelling of sales growth are summarised in Table 8 .
INSERT TABLE 8 ABOUT HERE
Examination of Table 8 reveals that, in each year studied, none of the regression coefficients for ownermanager gender appear to be statistically significant -suggesting owner-manager gender does not influence the likelihood of an SME having above-median sales growth. The only consistent statistically significant influences upon sales growth appear to be enterprise size measured as number of employees and business age. The SMEs investigated seem more likely to have above-median sales growth if they are larger in terms of number of employees and they are younger.
The sign and significance of the coefficients of the various independent/control variables in logistic regression modelling of asset growth are summarised in Table 9. INSERT TABLE 9 ABOUT HERE Examination of Table 9 reveals that, in each year studied, none of the regression coefficients for ownermanager gender appear to be statistically significant -suggesting owner-manager gender does not influence the likelihood of an SME having above-median asset growth. The only consistent statistically significant influences upon asset growth appear to be enterprise size measured as number of employees and business age. The SMEs investigated seem more likely to have above-median asset growth if they are larger in terms of number of employees and they are younger.
Conclusions
The key findings from this research into owner-manager gender, financial performance and business growth amongst Australian SMEs included in the BLS datafile for the years 1995-96, 1996-97 and 1997-98 can be summarised as follows:
• In multivariate logistic regression of financial performance measured as return on owners equity and return on total assets, with appropriate demographic and other relevant controls, the coefficient for the primary independent variable, owner-manager gender, did not emerge as statistically significant in any model in any year. Hence, the null-hypothesis H 0A , stating that there are no statistically significant differences in financial performance between male and female owner-managed businesses, is not rejected by the evidence examined in this research.
• In multivariate logistic regression of business growth measured as employment growth, sales growth and asset growth, with appropriate demographic and other relevant controls, the coefficient for the primary independent variable, owner-manager gender, did not emerge as statistically significant in any model in any year. Hence, the null-hypothesis H 0B , stating that there are no statistically significant differences in business growth between male and female owner-managed SMEs, is not rejected by the evidence examined in this research.
Beyond the inevitable bounds introduced to this research study by the broad data and methodological choices made, some limitations have been introduced because the datafile used lacks information on certain characteristics presumed influential on financial performance and business growth.
These limitations are as follows:
• Previous research has suggested that men and women differ substantially in their motivations for starting and running a business. The nature of the BLS datafile does not permit inclusion in the research of variables capturing this dimension. Of course, the inclusion of such variables would have been of greater importance had the findings of the study suggested substantial differences in the financial performance and business growth of SMEs led by men and women.
• Some previous research has suggested that men and women differ substantially in their attitude towards risk, and including measures of risk would therefore have been appropriate in this study.
While the nature of the data made direct inclusion of a risk variable difficult, the consideration of industry and financial leverage should have captured some aspects of risk taking.
Addressing these limitations clearly provides opportunities for further research in the area. In particular, greater knowledge on whether men and women differ in their willingness to accept risk, and in what sense, would greatly enhance understanding as to why certain aspects of the functioning of male-and female-led SMEs appear to differ markedly.
Had this research discovered consistent statistically significant differences in financial performance and business growth between female and male owner-managed SMEs, the follow-on research question would be obvious: Why? In the event, such differences have not been found. Yet, careful thought suggests the same consequent research question: Why? Bivariate analyses not reported in this paper reveal statistically significant differences in many business variables (enterprise size however measured, business age, industry, time dedicated to the business, legal organisation) between concerns owned and managed by opposite genders. Given these differences, and possibly many more not investigated in this research, why do the ultimate outcomes of business activity in terms of financial performance and business growth appear to be much the same regardless of the gender of the owner-manager(s)? Realistically, an answer to this question might not be discovered through relatively shallow statistical analysis, however sophisticated, of a large data set in the manner employed in this research. In-depth qualitative research could be more methodolgically appropriate for the purpose.
Another interesting extension to this research that will be pursued is to examine, using the same datafile, the financial performance and business growth of SMEs with mixed gender owner-managership.
In the present study, in order to contribute clearly to the debate on alleged gender-based differences in achievement, the polar extremes of all female owner-managers versus all male owner-managers have been Finally, it is important not to misconstrue the implications of the findings of this study for government policy with respect to support for female owned and managed SMEs. On the face of it, it might be argued that, since male-and female-led concerns appear to achieve equally in terms of financial performance and business growth, no affirmative action by government on behalf of female ownermanagers is justified. However, consider the alleged difficulties females face in accessing debt financing for business development purposes. If, for whatever reason, such capital is difficult for women to obtain, then one consequence will be smaller businesses in terms of size measures such as total assets. Since total assets is the denominator in return on total asset and asset growth calculations, then, other things being equal, a constrained asset base will make these financial performance and business growth measures appear higher than would otherwise be the case. In short, the findings of this research do not obviate the on-going need for scholars and policy-makers to investigate and remedy, if necessary, inequitable barriers to realising the full potential of female owner-managed SMEs.
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Notes
1. This study builds upon and extends previous research conducted by others, in particular that of Watson (2001 Watson ( , 2002 . Watson (2001 Watson ( , 2002 has the same broad aim as this study and similarly employs data taken from the Australian federal government' Business Longitudinal Survey (BLS). However, the present study has improved research methods arising from the following key differences that are additional to those aleady identified in the body of the paper:
• Watson (2001 Watson ( , 2002 pools data across the four years of the BLS, impliedly making the assumption that each year's data are independent of data provided for the previous year(s).
While this creates a more substantial number of cases for essentially cross-sectional analysis, a longitudinal picture of the phenomena of interest is lost. By examing each financial year separately, the present research permits assesment of the stability over time of the key study relationships.
• Due to the non-normal distribution of many of the relevant data items in the BLS, Watson (2001 Watson ( , 2002 uses various transformations of certain variables to produce near normal distributions so that parametric methods of statistical analysis can be employed. Cooper and Schindler (2001) point out that such transformations can often create difficulties of interpretation. In addition, many of the relevant variables in the BLS include outliers/extreme values that make the mean a problematic measure of central tendency (De Vaus, 1995) . For these reasons, the present study uses non-parametric or distribution-free statistical methods that do not require regularly distributed data and/or do not rely on the mean as a measure of central tendency.
• Watson (2001) employs absolute measures of financial performance such as annual sales and profit which, in Watson (2002, forthcoming) , are acknowledged to be inappropriate to the study of genderbased differences in financial performance. The present study uses only relative measures of financial performance; specifically return on owners equity and return on total assets.
• Watson (2001 Watson ( , 2002 does not control for form of legal organisation (incorporated versus unincorporated businesses) in his research. This is problematic when examining possible gender-based differences in financial performance of SMEs because of the customary procedural difference between incorporated and unincorporated concerns in accounting for owners' wages which, for reasons of confidentiality, are not separately reported in the BLS data. Thus, not controlling for legal organisation will inevitably distort comparisons between genders on financial performance measures such as return on owners equity and return on total assets. The present study does control for the form of legal organisation adopted.
• Due principally to Watson's (2001 Watson's ( , 2002 methodological choice to undertake essentially cross-sectional analysis of pooled data from the BLS, he was unable to seek for genderbased differences in business growth in addition to financial performance. The longitudinal approach taken in the present study permits inclusion of various measures of business growth as dependent variables. Legal Organisation 3/3 positive 3/3 significant** 3/3 positive 3/3 significant** 3/3 positive 3/3 significant** *, ** Indicate statistical significance at the 5 and 1 per cent levels respectively. Note: 3/3 means three of three logistic regression models. Bold italics for an independent variable indicates consistent statistically significant relationships. Owner-Manager Gender 3/3 negative 0/3 significant 3/3 negative 0/3 significant 3/3 negative 0/3 significant Enterprise Size: Legal Organisation 3/3 positive 3/3 significant** 3/3 positive 3/3 significant** 3/3 positive 3/3 significant** *, ** Indicate statistical significance at the 5 and 1 per cent levels respectively. Note: 3/3 means three of three logistic regression models. Bold italics for an independent variable indicates consistent statistically significant relationships. Owner Legal Organisation 3/3 negative 0/3 significant 3/3 negative 0/3 significant 3/3 negative 2/3 significant* *, ** Indicate statistical significance at the 5 and 1 per cent levels respectively. Note: 3/3 means three of three logistic regression models. Bold italics for an independent variable indicates consistent statistically significant relationships. Owner-Manager Gender 3/3 negative 0/3 significant 3/3 negative 0/3 significant 3/3 negative 0/3 significant Enterprise Size: Legal Organisation 3/3 negative 0/3 significant 3/3 negative 0/3 significant 3/3 negative 0/3 significant *, ** Indicate statistical significance at the 5 and 1 per cent levels respectively. Note: 3/3 means three of three logistic regression models. Bold italics for an independent variable indicates consistent statistically significant relationships. Owner Legal Organisation 3/3 negative 0/3 significant 2/3 negative 0/3 significant 3/3 negative 0/3 significant *, ** Indicate statistical significance at the 5 and 1 per cent levels respectively. Note: 3/3 means three of three logistic regression models. Bold italics for an independent variable indicates consistent statistically significant relationships. 
